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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:00:00]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, March 23rd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the MerrillCazier Library’s Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing
Utility Senior Energy Manager Zac Cook. This is another oral history interview for the
COVID Collection Project. Joining us on this interview session is Tameron Williams the
COVID Collection Project Graduate Intern. Good morning, Mr. Cook.

ZC:

Good morning.

TW:

I'd like to start by asking you when you actually started at Utah State University and what
other positions besides the Senior Energy Manager have you held while being at USU?

ZC:

OK. Yeah, I started as an intern my final year of working on my engineering degree in
2008. As soon as I graduated, I was hired on full time as a mechanical engineer. At the
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time, my responsibilities focused around being a technical support, for the technicians
working on HVAC systems and other mechanical systems on campus. We have a process
called recommissioning where we go through and perform a tune up for buildings—that
was a big part of my responsibilities when I first started was leading the efforts for our
recommissioning team. During that time, I continued working on my Master's degree.
After I got my Master's degree, I did leave for a short time to ATK at the time, now
Northrop Grumman, and I was there less than a year. At that point they opened the
energy manager position here on campus and I loved working at the university and I saw
that as an opportunity. So, I came back. I think that was in 2014 or 2015, something like
that and I've been in this position since then.
[00:02:06]
TW:

Are you the inaugural Utility Energy Manager at Utah State University?

ZC:

Yeah, there had been a desire to have an energy manager for some time and I have been
fortunate enough to be the first.

TW:

Do other Utah universities have energy managers?

ZC:

Yes, not all, but most do. The larger ones in particular like the University of Utah and
Weber State. They have a dedicated individual that's working on energy efficiency
efforts. Some of the smaller universities don't have the resources and the personnel to be
able to do that, but the large institutions do.

TW:

What [is] the scope of responsibilities does the utility energy manager have, prior to
COVID for sure?

ZC:

The big focus is obviously energy conservation. The unique thing about the position
here at USU, is that the energy manager position overseas the HVAC shop as well as
other energy efficiency duties. The decision was made because our HVAC systems are
the largest energy consumers on campus and that structure provides the energy manager
some oversight in how the systems are maintained and operated. That responsibility is a
big part of the role. In addition to that, we are tracking our greenhouse gas emissions and
I assist our sustainability coordinator in reporting on greenhouse gas emissions. Energy
procurement is also a responsibility of the position.

[00:04:00]
ZC:

There are a lot of exciting things that I am able to be involved in. We are also working to
secure more renewable energy projects on campus and seeking grants and funding
opportunities for these efforts. We've had success in these efforts and it has been really
rewarding.

TW:

What is the typical energy usage and does it change between fall semester and spring
semester generally, and this again is before COVID?
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ZC:

The electrical energy used by buildings on our campus remains relatively consistent
throughout the year as the electricity operates fans, lighting computers and etc. which
operate year-round because the buildings are occupied year-round. We do see some
change in usage in-between semesters as buildings occupancy decrease. On campus we
have distributed utilities and steam is generated for heating and chilled water for cooling.
The central energy plant that produces these utilities is located by the Spectrum. The
steam and chilled water energy usage closely follow the outside air temperature and
change seasonally.

TW:

And do you coordinate with other external entities at the county/state levels?

ZC:

Definitely at the state level. There's an organization—DFCM—that we work closely
with. That's the Department of Facilities and Construction Management, and we work
closely with them on different standards for construction. But also, we meet together and
we talk a lot with our counterparts from the different institutions here in Utah.

[00:06:00]
ZC:

We are able to compare notes and learn what others are doing and see if we can learn
from their experiences. It is a great opportunity to collaborate and a resource that we have
available.

TW:

And do you have any responsibility in any of the other statewide campuses as part of
being the energy manager?

ZC:

Definitely, we have completed or have projects underway across nearly all of the
statewide campuses. I don't know that it's in my job description per say, but as I work on
our GHG emission reporting and our reduction goals, our statewide campuses provide
opportunities for energy efficiency projects and are part of the Universities reported
emissions. Often they don’t have the technical resources or personnel so we're
supporting them in any way that we can.

TW:

So new construction projects in Price when they're laying out the plans and stuff and it
has something to do with energy are you involved in those discussions?

ZC:

Absolutely, Moab is a good example of our involvement in the process and is a project
that is winding down, in fact ribbon cutting is April 1st. We were involved in the design
process, plan and energy model review, as well as the construction of the project. It is
something that we're really proud of and will be one of the first net zero USU buildings.
We were successful in securing a grant to fund a large enough solar array to provide
105% of the annual energy used. The solar will be installed on canopies covering the
parking lot.
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TW:

So, March 13th, 2020, a date which will live in infamy. [laughs] I don't know what you
were doing at that specific time, but how does the initial outbreak in March 2020 affect
your particular role as the utility energy manager, but also all the facilities?

[00:08:08]
ZC:

Several days before that date, President Cockett was presenting, here in the library
information about several greenhouse gas initiatives and announcing awards for different
achievements on campus. At the tail end of the presentation, there was discussion about
COVID and travel restrictions and how things were going to proceed cautiously. At the
time we were all wondering “what's going to happen with all this.” No one at that time
had any idea what would change in a matter of days from that meeting. After the
announcement that classes would no longer be held in person and with the increasing
concern and fear of the rapid spread of COVID our focus was initially on our team in
Facilities and how we can keep people healthy and safe while keeping campus running
and providing the necessary services on campus. We have a group of 17 to 20 people in
a relatively small space and the fear was if one person was infected came into the shop
could we have a situation where it spread throughout our entire team.
With the uncertainty of how things would play out, plans were made assuming the worse,
campus being entirely shutdown. Planning was done on how we would monitor campus
and keep buildings from being damaged with limited personnel and occupants in the
buildings on campus. The potential of floods while people not being in the buildings
damaging extensive research, musical equipment, art at the museum was a concern that
was considered if a full shutdown took place. We also planned for how we would have to
shutdown certain buildings and keep others operational based on ongoing needs.

[00:10:00]
ZC:

These were the planning process that began shortly after the announcement of March
13th.

TW:

You started planning for the emergency as it was actually starting to roll out?

ZC:

We have plans for other types of emergencies in place and I hate to say that we weren't
prepared for this, but this was something we never had thought would come on so
quickly. But we adapted quickly and utilized the information and resources available to
plan our response. It was a challenge for a lot of people because we're trying to figure
out things here at work, and then at home people are trying to figure out virtual learning
for and day care situations for their children. It was it was an interesting time, that's for
sure.

TW:

Did you have to work on social distancing for your folks in the small area? Did you work
in shifts? Were people able to work remotely? Did you have backups? If other people
went out or how did that roll out?
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ZC:

It is a really difficult thing for our group to be able to work remote. There are limited
things they're able to do remotely. So, we did have to keep a physical presence here on
campus. We worked on coming up with strategies for dispersed office space. Prior to the
pandemic, a typical day in our HVAC shop everyone would gather in the shop in the
morning and rub shoulders, look at the operation of buildings through the automated
controls system, discuss any alarms that came in overnight. So their typically is a high
concentration of people in a small space. One of the first things that we did was limit the
number of people in the shop at a given time. Our team members were encouraged to
setup their laptops in remote locations on campus. Schedules were shuffled around and
some worked weekends and evenings. This helped isolate people and also was necessary
due to child care challenges.

[00:12:00]
TW:

Did you explore using software like Zoom to have like a quasi in-person remote
experience where you could report out?

ZC:

Yeah. We typically would have weekly or every other week—shop meetings is what we
call them—and those were held by Zoom. People were on campus and possibly many in
the same building, but they were all held over Zoom. I guess it was Webex at first, right?
Yeah, and that was an interesting learning curve for everyone to go through. It's
interesting how no one knew how to do a Zoom or Webex call, and now we're all pretty
much experts.

TW:

We're all black belts here, yeah. I forgot to ask what is the typical electrical usage here at
USU before COVID?

ZC:

Before COVID we were used on average approximately five million kilowatt hours a
month.

TW:

When we went to remote classes, did that change during that spring semester of 2020?

ZC:

Yes, it absolutely did. April of 2020’s electrical usage was a reduced by over one million
kilowatt hours (25%) compared to the previous year. It was interesting because initially
when the pandemic began campus was pretty much shut down. Buildings were still open
and people could work in their office as needed. We initially really tightened up fan
schedules and shut as many things down as we could.

[00:14:00]
ZC:

With campus being as vacant as it was it made it really convenient to get work done. We
had just begun a the project of upgrading lighting to LED. With the fan schedule changes
and the LED lighting work that began in March 2020 we saw a substantial decrease in
our energy usage.
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TW:

I was going to ask in that, when we decided to shut down, did it slow down or maybe
speed up some of the projects that were currently underway? Were you able to launch
new projects? Did you have to halt other projects? What did that look like?

ZC:

There were mixed results relating to projects. Several contractors we work with had
projects that shut down due to all of the uncertainty. Contractors working on hospital or
health care facilities all shutdown freeing up contractors’ schedules, but with the
quarantine periods contractors were often shorthanded.

[00:16:00]
ZC:

Many contractors were anxious to take on as much work as possible because they became
concerned that the pandemic was going to result in an economic recession. So, they were
anxious to have work at the time, because they didn't know how the economy would
respond. It provided opportunities to get contractors support here on campus to do many
projects and it was much easier to arrange to complete the work with limited building
occupants.

TW:

There was the decision, across the state, that the universities were going to have in-person
classes again in the fall of 2020. What did the energy unit and manager do in preparation
for the return of students? I'm talking mostly about like the CDC and the HVAC systems
and the sense that this is an airborne illness and how are we going to keep all these
students safe again?

ZC:

The start of the fall semester is always a busy time for Facilities in preparation for
students and faculty to be back on campus. Fall 2020 was a totally different ball game
with all of the challenges due to COVID. People were trying to understand how to safely
have classes and the CDC was reporting that there had been some illness spread
connected to HVAC systems. The CDC and a group called ASHRAE, which is the
American Society of Refrigeration, Air Conditioning Engineers, had come out with some
recommendations based on preliminary information. It was challenging at first, though,
because CDC was making these blanket statements about how HVAC systems should
operate. It's really difficult to determine best practices because these recommendations
were given as though all HVAC systems are equal and the same. The systems on our
campus are substantially different than light commercial ventilation systems or residential
HVAC systems. Many people returning to campus had concerns about ventilation in
offices and classrooms and limited understanding of how the systems on campus worked.
To put people’s concerns at ease we provided documents to help people understand our
systems and what was being done to insure ventilation was appropriate.

[00:18:10]
ZC:

We spent a lot of time looking at the best recommendations and practices of how we
should operate our systems in a way that's safe for people that are occupying the
buildings here on campus. We did a lot of research. Because some of the
recommendations that CDC was providing go counter intuitive to energy
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management/energy savings and my role as the energy manager, I wanted to put together
a group of qualified people that have various areas of relevant expertise so we would
have good balance in the decision making and not have the decisions that we made be
driven by energy costs. Because whatever we did, we wanted to have a well-balanced
input. So, we gathered several licensed engineers that worked in facilities along with
representatives from Environmental Health and Safety—we even were able to have a
virologist that works here on campus that was part of this HVAC Operations Committee.
We started meeting in the summer time and a lot of the recommendations really revolved
around the improving filtration in buildings. So, one of the first things that we started to
do as we realized students were coming back, and that this has the potential to be spread
through HVAC systems, we basically had all of our HVAC technicians go out and get an
accounting of what type of filtration each building had and to look at if it was capable of
having different filters—more efficient filters—installed in those systems. We placed a
very big order summertime of a lot of MERV 13 filters that was one of the
recommendations at the time CDC had provided.
[00:20:00]
ZC:

We purchased a large quantity of MERV 13 filters. With the push for higher efficient
filters all MERV 13 filters were on backorder, but we were fortunate that those filters
arrived a couple weeks before the start of class in fall 2020. There was just a big rush
with the recommendations that had come out. Everyone was kind of in the same boat. But
we had also had come up with other plans on what we felt like we needed to do to make
sure our systems operated safely. We put together checklists for the HVAC technicians to
go through and physically check the operation of the outside air dampers. This kind of
goes back to the comment I made about the differences between a residential HVAC
system and a large scale industrial or commercial HVAC system. We have the capability
to bring in 100% outside air into our buildings and on a day like today where it is 50
degrees and warmer we are able to bring all fresh air and not recirculating any air from
the building. Air comes into the building and is exhausted out. That's a big advantage that
we have with our systems, but we wanted to make sure that those systems were working
properly in every building. So, all of the HVAC technicians went through their buildings
that they were responsible for and physically checked that those outside air dampers that
were working properly. We came up with some strategies as far as scheduling to run the
buildings. There were recommendations to run buildings 24/7. Our group that got
together to develop the operational strategy felt like operating the fans two hours before
normal schedule and two hours after it was good common practice and would provide a
good purge of any virus that lingered in the air.

[00:22:08]
ZC:

The other big effort that we went through was evaluating the ventilation of all classrooms
on campus. Unfortunately, we have some old buildings on campus that do not have
modern ventilation system. Early in the summer we identified what classrooms or highdensity occupancy areas lacked mechanical ventilation. It was really good working with
other departments on campus. We let them know that these spaces didn't have ventilation
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and that they should avoid using those spaces. We also worked with central scheduling to
remove those classrooms from being scheduled. All the people we worked with during
this process were really receptive to the recommendations that we provided.
TW:

I read somewhere that the increased zone level for air flows in areas where you have a
high viral load, like music practice rooms, were there certain things that your team did to
put together, checking to making sure that the HVAC system was working? Or did you
work with the faculty on scheduling and giving enough air time between practice
sessions? Or how did that work out?

ZC:

Yes when you have a class that changes, any viral load suspended in the air will linger,
and as time passes the droplets will drop out of the air or be removed from the space. We
worked with Edith Bowen as they have morning and afternoon kindergarten classes and
provided them with HEPA filters. They were able to operate in the classrooms during that
transition to filter the air from a morning session to an afternoon session of kindergarten.
We went through the music rooms—practice rooms—where you have multiple people in
a tight space for an hour producing a larger viral load using an instrument or singing and
evaluated those spaces.

[00:24:02]
ZC:

We increased air flow rates into those spaces. It was a busy time with a lot of questions
and concerns about individuals specific ventilation for their work and classroom spaces.
We tried to provide information to people to help them understand that we were operating
the systems in according to the best recommendations. As we were getting closer to
school, there was a lot of questions about whether we were really going to be able to pull
this off? Are we really going to be able to have in person classes? There was a lot of
work from our team and others I know that took place in July and August of 202 before
school started.

TW:

Did your team work—I know there was facilities representation—with the USU COVID
task force in preparation for coming back and doing classes and did you provide feedback
or did you have…I mean, what was that connection, I guess?

ZC:

Yes, I know several individuals from facilities were involved regularly in the task force.
My involvement was limited, but I provided a lot of information that was discussed
among the task force. We were asked to put together a high-level presentation for a
subcommittee with some information and recommendations.

TW:

Yeah, that's great. So, I read somewhere also, the lack of individual responsibility to
reduce the spread, you can put in all kinds of HVAC filters and social distance and all
that but trying to say “hey I can only do so much here there's also the personal
responsibility angle that we have to get behind.”

[00:26:02]
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ZC:

We didn't want to create any false sense of security that our HVAC systems could protect
people from getting sick because it takes a really high-level HVAC system to be able to
do that. Our systems aren’t designed or capable of doing that. It ultimately boiled down
to people taking those steps that the CDC had recommended as far as wearing their
masks, staying home when they're sick, washing of hands, and all the other things that
we've gotten really good at over the last year and a half doing. That was a big emphasis
that we wanted to make,—that we're going to do the best that we can with the HVAC
systems that we have, but it can't entirely remove that potential risks and people really
have to make smart decisions and use good judgment.

TW:

So, you got the MERV 13’s, you had the list of items on the inventory for inspection—
how often did you replace the MERV 13 filters?

ZC:

Filters are changed based off of pressure drops (restriction the air experiences) as it flows
through the filter. That's typically every three to four months, but it really varies
depending on factors such as the location of air intakes, the amount of outside air going
through the building, and activities in and around the building. There's a lot of variability
to when those need to be changed, but they are inspected monthly and checked to see if
they need replacement. This reminds me of a measure we took that I failed to mention,
where possible we increased the volume of outside air that was supplied to the buildings
even during the extreme weather we experience in Logan.

[00:28:02]
ZC:

I know I've mentioned that on a nice day outside, when it's moderate temperatures, we
bring in 100% outside air. But typically, during the winter and hot parts of the summer
we reduce the amount of outside air we introduce to the building to conserve energy.
This minimum outside air volume was increased and many of the buildings.

TW:

That's good. Was there anything else with the HVAC system, the social distancing, the
fact that the energy use was going to go back up to where it was… Did we increase the
energy use when students came back or was it pretty much at the five million?

ZC:

So, we saw a large decrease when the pandemic hit and then as students started coming
back on campus we began to see an increase, but not back to where we were as far as
energy usage pre-COVID. It's difficult to sort out what reductions are tied to COVID or
to other energy efficiency projects. Earlier in the interview, I'd mentioned that we had
started a project literally the same month that the COVID pandemic hit and we've since
changed a hundred and forty some odd thousand T8 32-Watt light bulbs to 10-Watt LED.
I also think it is unlikely that we have return to the same levels of occupancy as we had
prior to COVID.

TW:

But that's not related necessarily to COVID you always had plans to do these energy
[projects?]
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ZC:

Correct, the lighting project was approved just as the pandemic began and it gave us an
opportunity to hire many student employees who lost jobs as food services and computer
labs on campus closed.

[00:30:05]
ZC:

Other groups in Facilities also tried to hire student help to offset for lost income for
students that had rent to pay and had other financial obligations.

TW:

How many students did you employ?

ZC:

During that time, I believe in our department alone we had 12 to 14 students working
within our group.

TW:

So, 2021 completes and then we enter 2021-2022. Same experiences? Different? How did
you—I mean you guys are pros now at dealing with this pandemic.

ZC:

[laughs] Well, it was interesting because we all thought it was going to be different
because the vaccine became available and many thought that COVID was behind us, but
then as we were getting close to the start of fall of [2021] there was a large outbreak with
a new variant. Fortunately, it was easier to handle because we knew what steps needed to
be taken, but we were a bit caught off guard by the timing of the surge.

[00:32:00]
ZC:

In in a lot of ways it was a lot easier to respond to because we'd had these operational
plans in place for previous. I mean, we were hoping that that if COVID didn't spike up
that some of the fan scheduling we could go back to normal and then that didn't end up
happening. We were changing fan schedules and different things prior to students being
back on campus.

TW:

[Are] any of the things that were changed due to the outbreak of COVID and the
subsequent pandemic things that you will adopt as permanent modes of operation as the
energy team? Or do you think you're going to return to normal at some point.

ZC:

I think these are going to become permanent operational strategies, but we are waiting for
more exhaustive studies that give us better information on how to operate buildings under
the ongoing concern of COVID, but I believe ventilation codes will be updated based on
this. We will look to those new codes as they become available and adjust according to
the current codes after the pandemic. But I think from everything that I've researched and
read, higher ventilation rates are going to become the new norm for HVAC systems.

TW:

OK. I've asked a couple different narrators this, but what was the stress level of your
team and were they able to adjust or was it pretty constant working in a constantly
rapidly, you know, you must respond quicker and what did that look like?
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[00:34:00]
ZC:

Well, it was a little different because the type of issues that they were facing on a day-today basis changed. They were accustomed to working with customers that were
uncomfortable or responding to other customer calls. Initially the work load and stress
levels of our team related to work on campus lessened. Although I think all had their
own personal stresses they were dealing with at the time. This all changed when it was
announced that in person classes would be held Fall of 2021. After developing the
HVAC Operational Plan based on the CDC and ASHRAE guidelines their work load and
stress level increased as they were getting filters changed to MERV 13 and performing
system checks in their buildings. So, their workload lessened in one area, but definitely
increased in another, and I think they handled it really, really well.

TGRW: You spoke briefly about the changing policies and what have you, did the pandemic
give you an opportunity to find out what was working and what wasn't?
ZC:

Maybe. Could you maybe explain that a little…? I'm not sure.

TGRW: Well, so for example we spoke to Paul Mitri in theater and the pandemic offered kind of
a pause a break to kind of from the way you were operating to a new way of operating
and now as you return back to kind of more of a normal what's changed specifically?
ZC:

Yeah. I think it was a good learning experience. It provided our technicians an
opportunity to see the importance of what they do and the impact it can have on campus.

[00:36:02]
ZC:

Before they felt like if people are comfortable and the temperature in their office space or
classroom is good, then that was a success. This created a situation for them to learn what
functions needed to be watched more closely in the buildings and how they perform their
jobs can have an impact on the air quality in the buildings. It also provided an emphasis
on the importance of properly maintaining air handling equipment air filters and ensuring
the right filters are in place and they're properly installed. It gave opportunity for our
employees, our group to just realize their role on campus and how impactful it is. We
were also able to evaluate and develop a database with the filter quantities and
efficiencies of all filters across campus.

TGRW: At the end of the day what have you learned from your experiences during the pandemic
that you hope to carry forward as you approach year [three]?
ZC:

The lessons I've learned through my experiences during the pandemic is that it is
important to step back and look at the larger picture. Energy efficiency has been a large
focus of mine and will continue to be, but at times there are other issues of greater
importance. Most of the changes we made where contrary to what we would do in the
name of efficiency. But during the pandemic the wellbeing of those on campus and the
environment for students was the most important thing. It reiterated that how sometimes
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doing the right thing comes at a cost. And so that's something that I think will be in the
forefront of our minds as we go forward, as the pandemic, hopefully settles down.
[00:38:09]
TW:

So, is there anything else you'd like to add about your and your team's experience with
the COVID outbreak and pandemic at USU?

ZC:

I'm grateful that leadership gave us the support and resources we needed to implemented
the changes we deemed necessary. When it came to financial needs for filter
replacements, or increased energy costs due to longer fan run times and additional fresh
air ventilation, and even restricting use of non-ventilated classrooms we had the support
to undertake those efforts.

TW:

Well, Mr. Cook I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your
experiences with. The COVID pandemic.

ZC:

Thank you.
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